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Edith Wharton (1862 —1937) is a very productive and versatile American woman 
writer at the turn of the nineteenth century into the twentieth century. Her voluminous 
works cover a great variety of literary genres: twenty-five novels and novellas, eighty-six 
short stories, three books of poetry, an autobiography, a book on the theory of fiction, 
eleven books or pamphlets of nonfiction, and scores of articles, reviews and translations. 
Among them her novels have particularly won her great fame. Now she is generally 
viewed as one of the major writers in the American literary realm. This M.A. thesis is 
centered on her first important novel The House of Mirth (1905), which marks the turning 
point from an amateur into a professional according to her own memoir. This novel is also 
the first of her series of works set in the old New York society. Wharton’s ironic 
representation of the upper class in her youth has often won her the title of “a novelist of 
manners,” which leads to critics’ excessive comments on her social themes. However Edith 
Wharton is a writer not only of manners but also of morals if we view her in her wide 
reading background of literal, religious and philosophical works in her youth. She is an 
untiring explorer who searches for the moral and spiritual meaning in life and in art. 
Therefore this thesis is an attempt to study the moral significance in this novel. It is divided 
into six parts. 
 
The opening part is a brief introduction to the main ideas presented in this thesis, 
which introduces Edith Wharton’s fame and her major status in the American literary 
history, and her emphasis on the moral concerns in her works. At the end of this 
introduction, a gist of the thesis is given. 
 
The first chapter dwells upon Wharton’s life and literary career, which take the form 
of a spiritual quest. As the daughter of an old New York family, she struggled to become a 
professional writer in spite of the restrictions upon women and the indifference to the 
authorship in the upper class at that time. Young Edith developed a life-long interest in 
making up stories before she could read. Her wide reading of the religious, philosophical 
as well as literary works in her youth has provided a rich background for interpreting her 
works in a moral sense. She also made acquaintance with a lot of intellectual friends who 
shared her interest in books. Among them, Henry James was the most distinguished one to 
whom she was often compared. In contrast to the conventional views of her as a Jamesian 
disciple or a chronicler of narrow, upper-class interests, Wharton drew upon her wide 
reading original materials for her creative writing about the universal meaning of moral 
and spiritual quest in a frivolous material world. 
 
The second chapter deals with the story and its social background of The House of 














mercy of her stern aunt. She has to fight for her social footing in the upper world where she 
was brought up by marrying herself to a rich husband. She might have married more than 
once if something in her spirit had not made her recoil from the final compromise to the 
debasing material concerns, which is in conflict with her noble instincts. In order to 
preserve her integrity, she finally sacrifices all that she has been taught to think of as 
having the most worth: wealth, social position and a life of ease, and died of an overdose 
of chloral in absolute poverty. The story is set in the Progressive Era after the American 
Civil War at the turn of the nineteenth century, a time contemporary with its composition. 
Along with the material prosperity, this era is also a flourishing age of Darwinian 
Evolutionary Theory, which challenged the religious beliefs and spiritual ideals in the 
pre-Civil War world. In addition, the turn of the nineteenth century also witnessed the 
second wave of the American Women’s Movement. In spite of her remark of disapproval 
of the movement in her memoir, actually Wharton was not against the movement itself, 
rather she defied any literal interpretation of her works as just a representation of women’s 
predicament in a male-dominated world. She was more concerned with the deep moral and 
spiritual meaning beyond their surfaces as she valued moral significance as one of the 
primary aims in art. Therefore in the following chapters a detailed analysis of Wharton’s 
exploration into human nature and spirit in her major work The House of Mirth will be 
presented to show her emphasis on moral significance.     
 
The third chapter focuses on Wharton’s exploration into human nature through her 
characterization of the major characters in this novel. She created lifelike characters by 
exploring deep into their nature and mind. Lily Bart is the central character into whom 
Wharton had poured her emotion and sympathy. Lily, a girl in a frivolous upper world, is 
portrayed as a noble heroine with divided self. Her moral consciousness frequently 
interferes in her pursuit of material comforts that she was supposed to achieve by marrying 
a rich husband. Consequently she is torn into two selves between her desire for a luxurious 
life and demand of inner conscience. The outer self and the inner self are in constant 
conflict with each other, but usually the inner self will finally triumph over the outer self. 
As a result, she descends from the luxurious upper world and dies in a cheap boarding 
house. Her death is the success of the spirit. She keeps her true inner self, her noblest self, 
and remains her integrity in the face of the debasing material background. Another major 
character Lawrence Selden is ironically presented as an egoist hero encapsulated in his 
own preoccupations and prejudices. Although he is attracted to Lily Bart out of his 
aesthetic nature, his moralistic nature always keeps him at a safe emotional distance from 
her. Moreover, he bases his judgments of the heroine upon the conventional views of her. 
Consequently, his ignorance of her real dilemma makes him put off his effort to help her 
when she is in bad need of him. His detachment and indecision contribute to the heroine’s 
death. In addition, Wharton also creates two other minor characters Gus Trenor and Bertha 














consciousness. In creating these characters, Wharton explores deep into their nature and 
mind and stresses the importance of preserving moral significance in a material world. 
 
The fourth chapter continues to show the spiritual dimension of the novel by 
analyzing Wharton’s religious allusion to the Bible and the structural allusion to the 
Darwinian philosophy. The titular allusion to the “Ecclesiastes” of the Bible suggests the 
vanity of the upper world without spiritual beliefs. In addition, the heroine’s name “Lily” 
alludes to Matthew and Song of Songs, which represent the heroine’s pursuit of ideal love 
and marriage based on the spiritual beliefs. Moreover by the structural allusion to the 
Darwinian philosophy, Wharton establishes the framework in which her heroine moves 
downwards in the social ladder. However Wharton distinguished herself from her 
contemporary naturalist writers who subjected their characters to their environment, 
heredity, and chance occurrence regardless of their moral significance, since Lily shows 
her free will in rejecting the morally debasing opportunities. Consequently challenging the 
strict deterministic confines of literary naturalism which hold that the human being is 
merely one phenomenon in a universe of material phenomena, Wharton creates in The 
House of Mirth a novel which presents the human creature as being subject to a naturalistic 
fate but which conveys a looming sense of hope that one may triumph over environment 
and circumstance if one possesses a certain strength of will and accordingly stresses moral 
significance conveying to the readers. 
 
Then the last conclusion part is an attempt to give a just evaluation of Wharton’ 
achievements in The House of Mirth and of its position in her literary career. This novel is 
one of Wharton’s masterpieces which reflect the character’s quest for moral and spiritual 
meaning in a frivolous world. Wharton achieved what she desired to achieve as a moralist 
with profound human concern by exploring deep into human nature and spirit. Along with 
her other works, Wharton established her position in the literary world: she is a major 
writer in America and even in the world. 
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   Introduction 
 
 Edith Wharton is a very talented and prolific American woman writer who bridges the 
nineteenth and the twentieth centuries. She creates a miracle in the American literary 
history with her extensive works, which are still read and reviewed widely nowadays. 
 
 From the very beginning of her career, she was simultaneously recognized as a writer 
of exceptional literary distinction and brilliant genius. Throughout her lifetime, at least 
with some critics, Wharton remained a major American writer. She wrote a book or two 
every year on average during her nearly forty-year literary career. Most of her works were 
best sellers in their day and were favorably reviewed by her contemporary critics. A large 
number of her works had been translated into other foreign languages and some had been 
successfully adapted to popular theatrical or film productions. She made a substantial 
fortune from fiction royalties and won the Pulitzer Prize in 1921 for her masterpiece The 
Age of Innocence (1920). She was also the first American woman writer who was awarded 
with honorary Doctor of Letters degree by Yale University, and Gold Medal by the 
National Institute of Arts and Letters and American Academy of Arts and Letters 
respectively. In 1927, she was nominated for the Noble Prize in Literature, which was the 
highest honor to a writer, particularly to a woman writer. Although she didn’t win the prize, 
the nomination had confirmed her major status in the American literary realm. 
 
 During her literary career, her critical reputation once declined sharply with the rising 
of modernist writers, who laid emphasis on the experimental skills in their works after the 
First World War. Some modern critics who lacked a deep understanding of her works 
dismissed her as an old “aristocratic lady novelist,” an outdated novelist of manners whose 
subjects were narrow in field. Such negative comments actually underrated her status in the 
American literary realm to a second-rate writer who is excluded from the American literary 
mainstream. Because the label “aristocratic lady novelist” is not only a designation that 
reveals the critics’ biases of gender and class but also discounts her intellectually serious 
authorship. Moreover, it allows critics to focus on the social features of her portrayals at 
the expense of her deeper levels of insight into human nature.  
 
 However, in fact, Wharton infuses even her most socially minded texts with religious, 
moral or philosophical reflection. One need not look far to find evidence of Wharton’s 
religious, moral and philosophical concerns. Just a brief survey of her fictional titles and 
themes leaves no doubt that she was richly influenced by classical and Christian tradition 
and that she engaged these traditions to explore the contemporary crisis of faith brought by 














outlook. For example, both of the titles of her first and second volumes of short stories The 
Greater Inclination (1899) and Crucial Instances (1901) are terms drawn from philosophy. 
The title of her third volume of short stories, The Descent of Man (1904), comes from the 
Darwinism Theory. Wharton further directly borrows for the titles of her other fictions 
from religious works, particularly the Bible, such as The Valley of Decision (Joel 3.14), The 
House of Mirth  (Ecclesiastes 7.4), The Fruit of the Tree (Genesis 3.3) and “That Good 
May Come” (Romans 3.8). The titles of other fictions are also explicitly religious: “The 
Twilight of the God,” “The Duchess at Prayer,” “The Angels at the Grave,” ‘Expiation,” 
“The Seed of the Faith” and “The Confession.” Wharton uses these religious titles not so 
much as sacred text but as ethical touchstone. Wharton’s interest in these issues goes 
deeper than her choice of titles. Most of Wharton’s fictions abound with characters facing 
moral choices or seeking nonmaterial values in a spiritually disillusioning age. The typical 
example is the heroine Lily Bart in The House of Mirth, who refuses all morally debasing 
opportunities in her pursuit of the “Republic of the Spirit.” The hero Newland Archer in 
The Age of Innocence is also faced with the moral choice between his beloved Ellen 
Olenska and his betrothed May Welland. So is it the case with the hero Ethan Frome in 
Ethan Frome, which is set in a destitute New England farmhouse instead of wealthy New 
York society.   
 
 Consequently, an increasing number of critics have reclaimed her major status ever 
since her death. In his essay “Justice to Edith Wharton,” the famous critic Edmund Wilson 
praised her as “a serious and deeply committed artist with a high respect for the 
professional demands of her craft, a woman praiseworthy for the generally high quality and 
range of her oeuvre, a novelist who wrote some of the most important fictions in the first 
quarter of the twentieth century, perhaps in American literary history.”1 Some modern 
critics further echoed Wilson’s view. Recently the novelist Gore Vidal wrote in his “Of 
Writers and Class: In Praise of Edith Wharton” that “At best there are only three or four 
American novelists who can be thought of as major and Edith Wharton is one.”2 
 
 Edith Wharton’s reputation was again in the rising process, particularly since the age 
of the American Women’s Movement of the 1960s. Although Wharton resisted the more 
vociferous forms of her contemporary feminist activism, her voice is often clear and 
dissenting, calling for moral as well as social equality for women. Recent feminist 
criticism has recuperated a sense of Wharton’s modernity by calling attention to her 
critique of the commodification and objectification of women at the turn of the century. 
Since Wharton herself was brought up in an environment where young women were 
trained for marriage, and if women were educated, their education should be oriented to 
men’s needs. However, during her life this structure and pattern were broken. Edith set out 
to follow the idea of woman becoming independent, seeking her own fulfillment and 














description of women’s plight in a patriarchal society despite her unfavorable remark on 
the Women’s Movement in her memoir. She began to be seen as one of feminism’s 
foremothers, who though talented and rich, suffered the persisting ordeal of women 
struggling for personal and professional self-definition in a male-dominated world. Though 
she was no conscious feminist, it was felt that she had expressed her own struggles in 
fiction that showed her deep understanding of what it had meant to be a woman.  
 
 By the end of the 1980s, feminism had produced a flood of books and articles on 
Wharton. Elizabeth Ammons claims that Wharton is “by almost any standard the major 
American fiction writer of the first two decades of the twentieth century.”3 Sandra M. 
Gilbert and Susan Gubar comment that “Despite all the evidence that Edith Wharton was 
neither in theory nor in practice a feminist, her major fictions, taken together, constitute 
perhaps the most searching and searing of the construction of femininity produced by any 
novelist in this century.”4 Elaine Showalter regards Wharton as “one of our American 
precursors of a literary history of female mastery and growth.”5 She regards one of 
Wharton’s major works The House of Mirth as “a pivotal text in the historical transition 
from one house of American women’s fiction to another, from the homosocial women’s 
culture and literature of the nineteenth century to the heterosexual fiction of modernism.”6 
While these feminist critics emphasize the importance of the social themes of Wharton’s 
works and place her in a separate tradition of women’s literature, they seem to overlook the 
profound meaning beyond her works which links her to the other major writers in the 
American literary realm.  
 
 Then in the mid-1990s, Wharton was almost a popular author. She appeared to be 
more important than ever before to the critical world. But shifts in the fashions of criticism 
have begun to modify the feminist emphasis of the preceding two decades. The time 
seemed to have come around to reconsider her writing in whole and, in part, restudying 
problems of intrinsic content and literary form, and to evaluate her artistic success or 
failure. Margaret B. McDowell’s remark justifies Wharton’s major status in the literary 
field by paying attention to the deep moral meaning in her works and placing her in the 
American literary canon. She comments that “Edith Wharton is a novelist who provided a 
link between the morally and psychologically oriented works of Hawthorn and James, who 
preceded her, and the later Realists like Sinclair Lewis or F. Scott Fitzgerald with their 
tendency toward the sardonic and iconoclastic.”7 Like Nathaniel Hawthorn and Henry 
James, Edith Wharton explored the ambiguities of inner experience and of human behavior 
as her characters attempt to achieve moral illumination and are inhibited from so doing by 
social convention. 
 
Actually Wharton is a novelist of deep moral concerns since Wharton herself values 














work of fiction are to create living characters in a credible world and give these characters 
and their stories moral significance.”8 From the very beginning of her career, Wharton 
consciously followed her own prescription that art has a moral dimension, and she 
described her narrative practice as one that keeps in sight only the inner significance as the 
novelist’s essential signpost. She once defined bad and good fiction in their ethical sense as 
“the kind which treats of life trivially & superficially, & that which probes deep enough to 
get at the relation with the eternal laws”9 She regards the writing of fiction as a process into 
which her soul has entered. Accordingly she incorporates her soul into her writing and 
appreciates it in other writers, such as George Eliot and Marcel Proust.  
 
 She also admires Henry James for insisting that every great novel must first of all be 
based on a profound sense of values. Firmly believing in Matthew Arnold’s assertion that 
fiction is “a criticism of life,” she thinks that it is almost impossible to touch life at first 
hand without saturating fiction with the moral element; for morality is not in the nature of 
things, it is the nature of things. She classifies Madame Bovary, Anna karénina, Vanity 
Fair and The Scarlet Letter as good fictions and great literary works, not because they set 
out to be records of social conditions, but because they touch the truth of life with their 
deep moral significance. Consequently, she further declares that a “very serious picture of 
life contains a thesis …The novelist ceases to be an artist the moment he bends his 
characters to the exigencies of a thesis; but he would equally cease to be one, should he 
draw the acts he describes without regard to their moral significance.” 10  
 
 Therefore the present thesis aims mainly at the study of moral significance in 
Wharton’s major work The House of Mirth, which has been reviewed by most critics as 
one of her masterpieces as well as her first important novel that has established her status 
in the literary field. For this novel is deeply moralized as well as humanized. From 
beginning to end, this novel is a judgment as searching, penetrating and relentless as life 
itself. The kind of society, which it describes with merciless veracity, has existed in every 
generation, and is to be found in every city. Wherever men and women attempt to organize 
life for the sole purpose of pleasure, the terrible sag of society toward material vulgarity 
and moral corruption will inevitably expose itself to the public.  
 
 This paper is composed of four chapters plus an introduction in the beginning and a 
conclusion at the end. Chapter One is about her life and literary career. Since Wharton is an 
untiring explorer searching for the moral and spiritual meaning in life and in art, it is quite 
necessary to present a general review of Wharton’s life and career to understand her quest 
for the profound meaning in her works. As a child of the leisure upper class in the Old 
New York society, Edith spent most of her childhood in reading the books in her father’s 
library which contained numerous literary, religious and philosophical works fascinating 














authorship, Edith devoted herself to writing about the significance of human’s existence in 
the world by exploring deeply into human nature and spirit. Although her unsuccessful 
marriage and the outbreak of the First World War had temporarily distracted her attention 
from her writing, She never gave up her quest as an intellectual woman writer who 
regarded it as her mission to extract from the petty daily lives moral significance that 
would have the universal meaning. Her quest is most clearly embodied in her major work 
of art The House of Mirth.  
 
 Chapter Two introduces the story and the background of The House of Mirth. The 
story is about a girl’s moral and spiritual quest in a frivolous material world, Lily Bart, a 
girl of an upper class family, who clings to the best in her self and gives up every debasing 
opportunity which can ensure her social footing in the upper world where she had been 
brought up. Her rejection of wealth and luxurious life leads to her death in absolute poverty. 
Her death indicates the success of her will in her quest for the deep meaning beyond the 
material life. The story is set in a time contemporary with its writing at the turn of the 
nineteenth century, which is called the Progressive Era after the American Civil War. This 
era was an age of fast economical growth, which challenged the traditional moral standards 
and spiritual beliefs along with the prevailing influences of the Darwinian philosophy in 
the nineteenth century. The turn of the nineteenth century also witnessed the second wave 
of the American Women’s Movement. In spite of her remark of disapproval of her 
contemporary Women’s Movement, Wharton chose to reveal the universal meaning of 
moral significance by embodying her spiritual ideals in a female character: Lily Bart.  
 
 Chapter Three focuses on Wharton’s characterization of her major characters Lily Bart 
and Lawrence Selden and two other minor characters Bertha Dorset and Gus Trenor in The 
House of Mirth: The heroine Lily Bart is portrayed as a noble character with divided self. 
She is a beautiful heroine whose moral consciousness constantly interferes with her pursuit 
of material welfare. Her self is consequently divided into two selves. While her outer self 
is engaged in the pursuit of material comforts, her inner self complies with her noble 
instincts and longs for the spiritual freedom from all the material concerns. In order to 
preserve her real inner self and remain her integrity, she chooses to sacrifice all the 
material benefits that she had been taught to think of having great value in her life and die 
in absolute poverty. Lawrence Selden, Lily’s ideal partner, is ironically described as an 
egoist hero who claims himself as an amphibious creature and manages to survive at all 
costs in spite of his utopia ideal of the “Republic of the Spirit.” His aloofness, indecision 
and suspicion all contribute to Lily’s death. By contrast, Bertha Dorset is portrayed as 
Lily’s antagonist. She is typical of the female pleasure-seeking character in the frivolous 
upper world. As an immoral and nasty woman who delights in making others miserable, 
she tries to retaliate Lily by all means after Lily has dragged her former lover Lawrence 














adulterous affair and consequently loses her status in the upper class. Gus Trenor is 
representative of the male pleasure-seekers. He takes advantage of Lily’s innocence of 
business to deceive her and sends her his own money with view to winning her sexual 
favor. In characterizing these diverse characters, Wharton laid emphasis on moral 
significance frivolity could destroys in a frivolous world. 
 
 The last chapter proceeds to study Wharton’s emphasis on moral significance by use of 
the religious and philosophical allusions that indicate her further exploration into the mind. 
Wharton’s thematic allusion to the Bible and structural allusion to the Darwinian 
philosophy constitute the spiritual dimension of the novel, which demands the readers’ 
attention to the profound meaning beyond the social surface of this work. 
 
 In conclusion, Edith Wharton is a moralist with deep human concerns who regards 
moral significance as the primary aim in a work of art. She transcends the realistic aspect 
of her world by striking intuition into the psychic motivations of her character. She inherits 
Hawthorn’s emphasis on the moral issues and continues James’s propensity for 
disengaging crucial moments from the welter of existence to ascertain their true worth and 
significance and to determine how they affect the psyches and moral life of her characters. 
The House of Mirth is one of her masterpieces that most clearly embody her emphasis on 
moral significance with vivid characterization and use of allusions. It establishes her status 
















Chapter   One 
Edith Wharton’s Quest: Her Life and Literary Career 
 
I.  Edith Wharton’s Life  
 
 Edith Wharton’s life takes the form of a spiritual quest. During the period of the 
American Civil War, Edith was born in January 24, 1862 in an old New York family. She 
was the third and last child of George Frederic Jones and Lucretia Stevens Rhinelander. 
Her parents belonged to the long-established socially prominent aristocratic families that 
constitute the old New York elite world. In this small and exclusive world, most men and 
women enjoyed their time of leisure without much to do. While a small number of men 
maybe occasionally took up the jobs in the bank, lawyer or government’s office, women 
were supposed to remain a decorative object in their drawing-room and no occupation was 
available to them except that of marriage, motherhood and party-giving. Her family was 
also puritanical and stodgy. As she later recalled in her memoir that she had grown up in an 
environment where arts were simply non-existent since it was a society in which 
“originality of character is smiled at”1 and only “conformity was required in the 
conforming class.”2 Such a conforming society had a very depressing influence on the 
gifted girl’s active mind.  
 
 Fortunately, in 1866, the post-Civil War depression in the real estate market where her 
father’s income came from made the family go abroad for a prolonged residence. Young 
Edith got the first chance to travel extensively in Europe, whose long and brilliant culture 
fascinated and nourished the little girl’s aesthetic taste for art and beauty. During these 
expatriate years, Edith described herself as a girl who lived two lives. “I lived my two lives, 
the one of physical exercise & healthy natural fun, & the other, parallel with it, but known 
to none but myself, life of dreams & visions, set to the rhythm of the poets & peopled with 
thronging images of beauty.”3 Edith developed her life-long interest in making up stories, 
which she regarded as one of the most intense and enduring awakening in her before she 
learned to read. Young Edith was often found by her parents to walk on the floor with a 
book she held upside down. While her two elder brothers had been sent to college, the little 
girl was privately tutored at home like most of the nineteenth-century girls. She was 
fascinated with words and quickly mastered four languages: English, French, German and 
Italian. Young Edith plunged into the poetical world of Tennyson, where she found “realms 
of gold.” Moreover, she showed her passion for these real books about real people and 
despised the fairy-tales. Particularly the Greek Mythology had enthralled the little girl’s 















 After the family’s return to New York in 1872, Edith got access to her father’s home 
library, which contained about eight hundred volumes of the most essential works that 
could awaken the girl’s mind: English, French, and German classics, as well as history, 
letters, journals, criticism and philosophy. In her memoir A backward Glance, Wharton 
described the pleasure of her father’s library as the inner sanctum where she spent hours in 
“a great ecstasy of communion”4 with the great voices from the books. She read tirelessly 
the great historical works by Plutarch, Parkman and Carlyle; the great poetry by Homer, 
Dante, Milton, Byron and other major English and French poets. In addition, she had also 
free access to the great scientific as well as philosophical works, which included Charles 
Darwin’s The Origin of Species, Alfred Wallace’s Darwin and Darwinism, Blaise Pascal’s 
Pensées, William Hamilton’s History of Philosophy, Henry Coppée’s Elements of Logic 
and other works by all the various popular exponents of the great evolutionary movement, 
such as Aldous Huxley and Herbert Spencer. 
 
 As she claimed herself as a student of the wonder-world of nineteenth century science, 
Wharton followed all the current scientific development and particularly she considered 
the Darwinism theories of paramount importance to the development of her mental 
faculties. Those scientific and philosophical works made such deep influence on the girl’s 
intellectual development that she later recalled in her memoir that “The first introduction to 
the techniques of thinking developed the bony structure about which my vague gelatinous 
musings could cling and take shape, and Darwin and Pascal, Milton and Coppée ranked 
foremost among my Awakeners.”5 Among her four great Awakeners, Coppée and 
Hamilton are philosophers; Pascal and Darwin are scientists whose writing have major 
philosophical and religious import. In her driving need to penetrate the surface of life, 
science and philosophy often showed the way.  
 
 However, in spite of her wide reading background, she was forbidden to read any 
contemporary fiction except those by Washington Irving, who was a long-time friend of 
the family and a gentleman despite his literary career, since in the old New York, 
authorship was still regarded as “something between a black art and a form of manual 
labor.”6 In the eyes of her provincial society, authors and painters lived in a world 
unknown and incalculable and those who committed themselves to the creation of artistical 
works were dismissed as Bohemians by the pleasure-seeking members of her society. 
Although her parents and their groups held literature in great esteem, they stood in nervous 
dread of those who produced it. Consequently, Herman Melville was banished along with 
Edgar Allan Poe for “deplorable Bohemianism”7 from the girl’s reading list. In addition to 
its suffocating mental atmosphere, its political and moral ideas might also be 
contaminating as she later complained she had never been subjected to any severe moral 














children.   
 
 Nevertheless, young Edith had worked out of her inner mind a rigid rule of absolute 
and unmitigated moral discipline, and she believed that the least imperceptible deviation 
from that moral discipline would inevitably be punished by the dark power she knew as 
God. In her memoir, she remembered an unhappy event in her childhood when her 
self-evolved discipline of truth-telling impelled herself to publicly confess to her 
dancing-class teacher that she had called her mother an old goat. To the little girl’s 
disappointment, she was given a furious scolding for her impertinence instead of 
recognizing and commanding the heroism of her conduct, and her distress was increased 
by the conviction that her parents would have disapproved of her act instead of 
encouraging her since her parents were profoundly indifferent to the subtler problems of 
conscience. She thought her first sense of moral bewilderment of the seeming impossibility 
of reconciling an ideal of conduct with the unexpectedness of human experience dated 
from this unhappy incident.  
 
 Consequently, in spite of her family’s indifference to the literary career, Edith devoted 
herself to her writing early in response to the call of her inner self. With her strong will, 
she had made herself, in a very American way, out of her own idea of selfhood. Her first 
attempt was a novel at the age of eleven, which only invited her mother’s icy comment. 
Meanwhile, she tried her hand at writing poetry and had some of her poems published by 
Atlantic Monthly at the recommendation of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. However the 
girl’s initial literary effort was interrupted by her worried parents who thought that their 
daughter had spent too much time in reading and writing. Therefore, just as they had 
earlier provided toys and playmates to distract her attention from her creative work, they 
pushed her to make her debut a year before the accepted age to stifle her literary talent. In 
1885, Edith was married to Edward Wharton from a wealthy Boston family whose wealth 
seemed to offer Edith the socially sanctioned route to female happiness. 
   
 During the first years of their marriage, the young couple spent most of their time 
traveling abroad extensively, sometimes even beyond their budget. While they remained at 
home in their fashionable New York house, Edith had tried to adapt herself to the role of 
the hostess assigned to her by the upper class, but the dull routine of the party giving only 
suffocated her intellectual mind. Soon three years after her marriage, like her contemporary 
intellectual woman writer Charlotte Perkins Gilman, she began to sink into what eventually 
proved an almost twelve-year period of nervous exhaustion and depression since she was 
constantly conscious of the fact she was an intellectual woman whose mission was to 
search for the significance of the human existence instead of remaining idle and being a 
decorative object in the drawing-room. Consequently, after an elapse of over ten years, she 














in her works  
 
 After publishing a few poems and a book on house decoration, in 1899, she published 
her first volume of short stories The Greater Inclination, which turned out to be a great 
success and marked the beginning of a new life as she remarked, “The publishing of The 
Greater Inclination broke the chains which had held me so long in a kind of torpor. For 
nearly twelve years I had tried to adjust myself to the life I had led since my marriage; but 
now I was overmastered by the longing to meet people who shared my interest.”8 She 
knew that she could not continue to live as an idle hostess in the fashionable world.  In 
order to realize her longing to break away from the world of fashion and be with her own 
spiritual kin, the Whartons left their home in New York and moved into a house devised by 
Edith herself in Massachusetts.  
 
 The spacious three-story house, which was named “Mount,” maybe was the house in 
the sense of what Virginia Woolf appealed for each individual woman writer in her famous 
work A Room of One’s Own that “A woman must have money and a room of her own if 
she is to write fiction.”9 It did provide her not only a room of her own where she could take 
refuge from the trivialities of New York, even from her husband a place to make up stories, 
but also a meeting place where she could freely enjoy the companionship of a few 
remarkable friends who shared the same interest with her, such as the great literary master 
Henry James, the French novelist Paul Bourget, the English writer Howard Sturgis and her 
lawyer friend Walter Berry, who remained a mentor all her life. Her stay at the Mount 
turned out to be the prime time in her literary career when most of her mature works came 
out, including her major works The House of Mirth (1905), Ethan Frome (1911) and The 
Custom of the Country (1913) which were generally favorably reviewed by her 
contemporary critics. 
 
 However even after she became well known as a writer, no one in her family ever 
spoke to her about her writing except one cousin and her society persisted in thinking her 
accomplishments as aberrant and embarrassing, since there had never been such a thing as 
a professional writer among the Joneses and the Rhinelanders from whom she came. 
Meanwhile her husband had also begun to show signs of mental depression in the face of 
her wife’s literary success. Her husband, as a sports loving man, whose interest were in 
traveling, horses riding and hunting, was not her intellectual equal. He could not 
understand his wife’s love of learning and literature and even criticized her for her reading 
of scientific and philosophical works well into their marriage. In spite of her consistent 
efforts to preserve their marriage, the couple finally got divorced in 1913. After her divorce, 
Edith left permanently to resettle herself in Paris for the rest of her life except once in 1923 
when she returned to receive an honorary Doctor of Letters Degree from Yale University, 














represented a better refuge from the world that had almost extinguished her, a larger, more 
congenial cultural environment. In France, she established herself in a circle of cultivated 
men and women who found intelligence and artistic creativity acceptable feminine 
attributes. 
 
 A year after her settling in Paris, the First World War broke out. Faced with Germany’s 
threat of destruction, Edith had to suspend her writing temporarily and went into the rescue 
work with enthusiasm to defend human existence. At the very outbreak of the fighting, she 
started a workroom for French seamstresses and women thrown out of work by the 
economic disruption of general mobilization. In the early 1915, she became the first 
woman to see the front lines and tour trenches in the war areas. Later she organized 
Children of Flanders Rescue committee which provided necessary education and care for 
the homeless children. Due to her numerous rescue tasks, on 8 April 1916, the president of 
France appointed her a chevalier of the Legion of Honor, the highest honor that the country 
could bestow. 
  
 Near the end of the war, in spite of the great changes brought about by the war, the 
death of her close friends, and the rising of the modernist writers, Edith continued to write 
as enthusiastically and productively as she ever did to record the deep meaning of real life 
of the post-war Lost Generation. In 1920, she published The Age of Innocence, which 
became a best seller like The House of Mirth and won her the Pulitzer Prize in the next year. 
In her last years, she produced five collections of short stories, nine novels, three volumes 
of nonfiction, a book of poetry and numerous articles, which included her theoretical work 
on the art of fiction The Writing of Fiction (1925) and her autobiography A Backward 
Glance (1934). When she died in 1937, she left another novel unfinished. Therefore Edith 
did not give up her life-long quest for the significance of human existence until her death. 
Her quest was most clearly embodied in her pursuit of literary identity as a moralist writer 
with deep human concerns, which will be represented in the next part of this chapter: her 
literary career. 
 
II. Edith Wharton’s Literary Career   
 
 Compared to most of her contemporary writers, Edith Wharton’s literary career was 
quite successful though her family held an indifferent, even hostile attitude towards 
authorship. According to her memoir, she gained her literary identity since the publication 
of her first volume of short stories The Greater Inclination in 1899, which means that her 
literary career began in her late thirties. But actually long before that time, Edith had tried 
her hand at writing short stories and poems as early as eleven. Throughout her childhood, 
she prepared for her writing career. Her favorite anecdotes about her childhood placed her 
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